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Martha Nakajima ACLU People Power Support No 

 
 
Comments:  

I believe that no prisoner convicted in Hawaii should be incarcerated out of state. It is 
particularly cruel to do this to our Hawaiian brothers.  No argument on cost- saving can 
justify tearing human beings away from their homeland, family, and culture and isolating 
them thousands of miles away.   
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TESTIMONY FOR SENATE BILL 2979, RELATING TO CORRECTIONS 
 

Senate Committee on Public Safety, Intergovernmental, and Military Affairs 
Hon. Clarence K. Nishihara, Chair 

Hon. Glenn Wakai, Vice Chair 
 

Tuesday, January 30, 2018, 1:15 PM 
State Capitol, Conference Room 229 

 
Honorable Chair Nishihara and committee members: 
 
 I am Kris Coffield, representing IMUAlliance, a nonpartisan political advocacy 
organization that currently boasts over 400 members. On behalf of our members, we offer this 
testimony in strong support of Senate Bill 2979, relating to corrections. 
 
  Private prisons have no place in Hawai’i. Already, our state undermines its commitment 
to restorative justice, each day, by criminalizing low-level offenses, like possession of small 
amounts of marijuana or, under Honolulu’s sit-lie bans, the act of being homeless and tired. As the 
visitor industry reaps record profits, people of Native Hawaiian ancestry, who comprise 
approximately 25 percent of the state's population, suffer the pangs of a biased criminal (in)justice 
system. Approximately 39 percent of incarcerated detainees are Hawaiian, according to a 
comprehensive study by the Office of Hawaiian Affairs, with the proportionality gap being even 
greater for Hawaiian women, who comprise 19.8 percent of the state's female population, but 44 
percent of the state's female inmate population. Researchers also found that, on average, Hawaiians 
receive longer sentences, more parole revocations, and harsher drug-related punishments than 
other ethnic groups. 

 
 Private prisons only incentivize the cycle of crime by providing a financial motivation for 
the further criminalization of nonviolent offenses and imposition of longer sentences. Private 
prisons are run as businesses, after all. Without inmates, they cannot turn a profit. America’s for-
profit prison industry currently controls 126,000 Americans’ lives. As Lauren Brooke-Eisen, 
Senior Counsel in the Brennan Center's Justice Program at the Brennan Center for Justice at NYU 
School of Law, has argued, “It’s a $5 billion sector–one that encompasses the operation of  65 
percent of the nation’s immigration detention beds. And at the same time, it is largely opaque, 
often unaccountable to the public or the government.”  
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 When Hawai’i began sending prisoners to the private detention centers on the mainland in 
1995, the policy was proposed as a temporary measure to relieve overcrowding of local prisons. 
More than 20 years later though, 1,300 inmates–43 percent of Hawaii's prison population–remain 
on the continental United States, locked inside a notorious private facility in the Arizona desert, 
midway between Tucson and Phoenix, nearly 3,000 miles from home. That prison, the Saguaro 
Correctional Center–named after a cactus native to the Sonoran Desert and based in the small town 
of Eloy–is run by the Corrections Corporation of America (CCA), recently renamed CoreCivic, 
the country's largest private-prison firm. The company isn't legally obligated to respond to public 
information requests and regularly refuses to answer even the most basic questions about its 
practices. Private prisons are not subject to the same freedom of information and open records laws 
as other government agencies. Without access to information, of course, it is impossible to know 
what injuries are being suffered by detainees. Former security guards who have worked at private 
prisons say that prisoner abuse is rampant, since disclosure of allegations is extremely rare. In the 
case of at least some Hawai’i prisoners sent to the mainland–like Johnathan Namauleg, Clifford 
Medina, and Bronson Nunuha–private prisons have proven to be a death sentence.  
  
 In 2010, staff from the Office of the State Auditor accompanied state contract monitors 
conducting a quarterly inspection of Saguaro. They watched as monitors accepted the testimony 
of CCA staff "without verifying their statements against documentary evidence" and concluded, 
in a lengthy report, that Hawai’i "lacked objectivity" when monitoring CCA. This should come as 
little surprise, since, over the past five years, CCA has spent more than $500,000 to lobby local 
politicians. Here, we’d be remiss not to note that one of the firm's highest-paid lobbyists was 
Douglas Chin, Hawai’i’s Attorney General, who earned more than $100,000 for his services.  
 
 Incarceration should not be a goal of our state’s criminal justice system. Expansion of the 
prison-industrial complex through for-profit detention centers only casts a pall over the treatment 
of offenders, who should be afforded every opportunity to become productive members of society. 
At the same time, if our state is committed to constructing a “new OCCC” capable of housing 
1,300 inmates–something IMUAlliance opposes–then the introduction of private prisons is not 
needed and, in turn, there is no longer any excuse to keep our nonviolent offenders away from 
their homes and families or send more of them to the mainland. Let’s finally bring them home. 

 
We must build people, not prisons. We must strive to increase people’s access to justice, 

not time spent in jail cells. Mahalo for the opportunity to testify in support of this bill. 
 
Sincerely, 
Kris Coffield 
Executive Director 
IMUAlliance 
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Joseph Kohn MD 
We Are One, Inc. - 

www.WeAreOne.cc - 
WAO 

Support No 

 
 
Comments:  

Strongly SUPPORT SB2979 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I-kFNDlzL9k
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2017/03/rethinking-mass-incarceration/518229/




Testimony for the 
PUBLIC SAFETY, INTERGOVERNMENTAL & MILITARY AFFAIRS COMMITTEE 

HEARING:  January 30, 2018 
Conf. Room 229 

1:15 PM 
 

SB 2979 
(Returning Non-Violent Prisoners to Hawaii) 

 
 
Testifier:  Karen K. Cobeen 
 
From District:  Senate District 4, Hawaii Island 
 
Position:  IN SUPPORT. 
 
To:   Sen. Clarence K. Nishihara, Chair 
   Sen. Glenn Wakai, Vice Chair 
   Committee Members 
Aloha: 
 I wish to testify in support of SB2979 in that the current contract processes with private 
for profit prisons on the mainland clearly is not working.  The press is alive with numerous 
accounts of inhumane and deadly treatment of those inmates.   This is not the Hawaiian way of 
rehabilitating human beings.   
 In addition, those private prisons, because of their conduct have cost Hawaii many 
millions in liability and tort lawsuits by settlements or judgments thru no fault of Hawaii.  It 
costs $30k to $50k per annum per inmate to house these people on the mainland.   Those funds 
could be better spent on genuine rehabilitation, treatment, education, etc. 
 Public Safety needs to get out of its comfort zone, travel out of state and find 
rehabilitation services that have proven successful elsewhere.  The models currently in vogue 
on the mainland treat inmates like animals.  That is not the Hawaiian way. 
 For these reasons I support SB2979 to bring home non-violent offenders.   
 
      Respectfully, 
      Karen K. Cobeen 
      P.O. Box 7028 
      Kamuela, HI  96743 
      808-938-0089  
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Greg and Pat Farstrup  Support No 
 
 
Comments:  
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Shannon Rudolph  Support No 
 
 
Comments:  

STRONGLY SUPPORT!  
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Lynn Onderko  Support No 
 
 
Comments:  
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John Bruce  Support No 
 
 
Comments:  

Any jurisdiction that can pass judgement and incarcerate should be responsible for that 
incarceration and not be allowed to farm it out to any private company. Period. Basically 
that is my testimony. 
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Kat Culina  Support No 
 
 
Comments:  
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Richard Reed  Support No 
 
 
Comments:  

This bill is a good step forward for greater State responsibility, for more human 
treatment of prisoners since they will be better able to keep in touch with family, and 
should act as a stimulus for the State to quit incarcerating people for crimes without a 
victim. We will need to reduce the prison population and find more pathways to being a 
produtive part of society for prisoners.  
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Barbara Polk  Support No 
 
 
Comments:  

Chair Nishihara, Vice Chair Wakai and members of the Senate Committee on Public 
Safety, 

I support SB 2979. Although sending prisoners to the mainland was intended to be a 
temporary measure, it has become permanent, and will likely remain so unless ended 
by the legislature. This bill does not entirely end the practice, but does keep Hawaii 
prisoners out of the hands of private prisons that have failed to protect them and provide 
service in the interests of the State of Hawaii. I am especially glad to see the prohibition 
in the bill against sending non-violent felons to the mainland and the requirement that 
those who are already there be returned. 

Secondly, I am very pleased to see the prohibitioin on the Governor negotiating or 
signiing agreements with private prison operators to expand or construct correctional 
facillities in the state.  Unfortunately, while states and municipalities across the country 
are instituting successful prison reform measures that reduce incarceration and save 
money without impacting public safety, our Department of Public Safety and the 
Governor have forged ahead to build new jails that hold the same number of people or 
more, under corrections assumptions that have changed little for the past half 
century.  It is very important to put a halt to planning for a new jail until reforms are 
made and we are much clearer about what kind of jail or how big a jail we really need. 

Thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony in support of SB2979 

Barbara Polk 
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